By Capt. Joe Cleary ﬁ Cartoon by John Williams
twasaMarine' sfirst timeto firethe powerful

M 249 squad automatic weapon, known asthe
SAW. “Finally,” hethought. It wasthe moment he
had been waiting for—what he had signed-up for.
He' d had 30 minutes of hands-on training and
had passed the Indoor Simulated Marksman-
ship Trainer (ISMT). Hewasready for the
real thing—firing liverounds. But washe?

Hisinstructor, asergeant, gathered
the squad for thefinal brief before
beginningtheir live-firetraining.

He described the sequence of
events, specificaly whenand
whereto load their weapons.
Hetold everyoneto be careful.

Fedling confident about his v
brief and the squad’sabilities, j
theinstructor told the squad to J,H
placetheir M-16sin condition -
3. TheMarinescarryingthe
M249 SAWs and M240G

Shouldn’t Ao
the Head /
Be Downwind,

Not Downrange?

gunner did not
understand the
weapon condition
codes, despitethe
handsontraining and
passingthe|SMT. Told
to placethemachinegunin
condition 3, hedidn’t realize hewas putting the machine
machine gunsweretold towait and placetheir weapons  gunin condition 1, which was more dangerous.

in condition 3 when they reached theambush site. To make mattersworse, whileloading, he pointed
Whilethe squad waswalking to theambush site, a the weapon in an unsafe direction near another squad.

snapping sound diced through the still air. Whenthe Sadly, thisMarinewasn'’t theonly onewho didn’t

SAW gunner had picked hisweapon off the ground, he clearly understand what was said in the brief asmost of

had fired around into a portable head by the range. the squad memberstestified.

Unfortunately, the head wasn’'t empty. The single round Training new Marinesisarisky job. Close supervi-

pierced the plastic and toreinto a PFC’sknees. After sion, rehearsing, keeping thetask smple, and having

being evacuated, he stayed inthehospital for 18daysand  them back-brief are aninstructor’s best weaponsand a

lost 28 additiona workdays. Mot likely, hisinfantry student’sbest armor. &

career wasover beforeit got started. The author can be reached at jcleary@safetycenter.navy.mil
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